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K E N ' S  C A V E  A N D  T H E  A R T  OF C E N T R A L - W E S T E R N  Q U E E N S L A N D  
M. Momood 
Abstract 
A da t e  has  been obtained f o r  engraved a r t  a t  a  s i t e  i n  c en t r a l -  
western Queensland. This  may have more genera l  impl ica t ions  f o r  the  
a r t  of the a rea .  
Ken's Cave is  a  rock-shel ter  loca ted  nea r  t h e  c r e s t  of t h e  
Great Divide, between the Barcoo and Belyando dra inage  systems, i n  
central-western Queensland. It  occurs a t  t h e  base  o f  a  sandstone 
c l i f f  of t he  Prec ip ice  S e r i e s ,  and from i t  a  s l ope  of  l a r g e  sandstone 
blocks descends t o  a  fo res ted  sand f l a t .  Here vege t a t i on  is 
predominantly of Black Watt le  (Acacia cunninghamii) . Narrow-leaved 
iron-bark woodland (EucaZyptus drepmrophyZZa) i s  found beyond t h i s  on 
the  s t e e p  s lope  down t o  undulat ing f l a t s .  These a r e  dominated by 
communities of brigalow regrowth (A. hrpophyZZa) , brigalow-blackbutt  
f o r e s t  ( A .  kpophyZZa-E. cumbagema), s i lver - leaved  iron-bark 
woodland (E. meZanophZoia) , and poplar  box grassy  woodlands (E. popuznea) . 
The presen t  property-owner knows of no water-source c lo se  t o  t he  s i t e .  
The s i t e  measures 13 by 7 m, wi th  a  maximum he igh t  a t  the  dr ip-  
l i n e  of 6 m. I t  faces  due west (Fig.1).  An occupat ion depos i t  i s  
evident  a t  the  d r ip - l ine ,  where ash, charcoa l ,  s tone  t o o l s  and bone 
have been exposed by e ros ion ,  and a r e  slumping down a s t e e p ,  poorly 
consol idated s ca rp  of sand and ta lus .  A g r inds tone  was a l s o  found i n  
s i t u .  
On t h e  f l o o r  of the  s h e l t e r ,  a number of  sandstone blocks occur ,  
and engravings occur on f i v e  of these.  The l a r g e s t  block measures 4 
by 2.5 m, wi th  a  maximum he igh t  of 1 m. Th is  example dominates t he  
s h e l t e r ,  and has a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  numerous and va r i ed  range of engravings 
upon i t  (Fig.2).  These a r e  present  on t h e  l a r g e ,  f l a t ,  upper s u r f a c e ,  
and the  t h r ee  acce s s ib l e  s i d e s  of the block.  Although pecking is  the  
predominant technique used, motifs  have a l s o  been executed by b a t t e r i n g ,  
by abras ion ,  and by a  comb i n a t  i on  pecked- then-ab raded technique.  
Traces of pigment can a l s o  be discerned;  these  inc lude  a  red  hand 
s t e n c i l ,  a  red painted o u t l i n e  of a  f u l l y  pecked, mu l t i - t i e r ed  a r c ,  
and a  white  pigment i n f i l l  of a  depply pecked p i t .  The engravings 
include cups and r i ngs ,  and t he  t racks  o f  emus, macropods and humans. 
Close examination shows t h a t  some o lder  mo t i f s  have subsequent ly  been 
modified o r  added t o .  
Art a l s o  occurs on t h e  r e a r  wall  of t h e  s h e l t e r .  Th is  comprises 
s t e n c i l s  of hands and f e e t ,  boomerangs and axes,  s imple pa in ted  
geometric designs,  and abraded grooves, cups and r i ngs ,  and g r i d s .  
Colours include red, yellow, orange and b l ack ,  although red predominates. 
Pecked motifs  occur here a l s o ,  bu t  a r e  i n f r equen t .  Ce r t a in ly  t he r e  
a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f fe rences  between t h e  art  on t h e  boulder  and t h e  a r t  
on t he  r e a r  wal l ,  both i n  motif types and f requenc ies ,  and t h e  technique 
favoured. 
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The n a t u r e  of the  t a l u s ,  and i ts d i s p o s i t i o n  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  a l l  
was der ived  from t h e  s h e l t e r  r o o f ,  and t h a t  t h e  a r t  on t h e  b o u l d e r  
and on t h e  s h e l t e r  w a l l ,  must have been execu ted  a f t e r  t h e  f a l l .  A 
pre l iminary  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  a l s o  revea led  that t h e  occupa t ion  d e p o s i t s  
had prabably  been depos i t ed  p r i o r  t o  t h e  rock f a l l .  An i n i t i a l  test 
pit and subsequent excava t ion  have con£ irmed t h i s .  
A 50 cm2 t e s t  p i t  was excavated on t h e  SW c o r n e r  o f  the bou lde r .  
Excavat ion was by 10 c m  l e v e l s ,  o r  by n a t u r a l  l a y e r s ,  whichever  was 
t h e  s m a l l e r .  A l l  m a t e r i a l  was s i eved  through 9 ,  5 and 2 m s i e v e s .  
Four occupa t ion  l a y e r s  were d i s t i n g u i s h e d ,  w i t h  Layers  2 and 3 b e i n g  
s e p a r a t e d  by a  l e n s  of s m a l l  rock f a l l  t a l u s ,  which could  b e  t r a c e d  
beneath  t h e  l a r g e  boulder .  Since  t h e  d e p o s i t s  benea th  t h e  minor f a l l  
must have been depos i t ed  be fo re  t h e  c o l l a p s e  of t h e  over - ly ing  b o u l d e r ,  
a  carbon sample from l a y e r  3 was submit ted  f o r  d a t i n g .  T h i s  y i e l d e d  
a d a t e  of 1380 f 70 BP (ANU 1853). Subsequent e x c a v a t i o n s  have shown 
t h a t  a l l  occupat ion l a y e r s  were d e p o s i t e d  p r i o r  t o  t h e  f a l l  of t h e  
l a r g e  bou lde r .  Thus t h e  d a t e  ob ta ined ,  r e p r e s e n t s  a n  a b s o l u t e  maximum 
age,  both f o r  t h e  a r t  on t h e  bou lde r ,  and on t h e  s h e l t e r  w a l l .  It i s  
probable  then,  t h a t  the  major rock  f a l l  h e r a l d e d  a  change i n  s i t e  
f u n c t i o n ,  a s  no d e p o s i t s  p o s t d a t e  t h i s  e v e n t .  Th i s  change may have 
been from occupat ion s h e l t e r  t o  mortuary a r e a ,  as t h e r e  are still 
human bones and b u r i a l  c y l i n d e r s  i n  c r e v i c e s  and tubes  a d j a c e n t  t o  
the  s i t e .  
D i  scussi  on 
This date considered i n  isolation i s  n o t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n f o r m a t i v e ,  
un less  t i e d  i n  t o  o t h e r  evidence,  e i t h e r  i n  t h e  immediate v i c i n i t y ,  o r  
to  a more genera l  A u s t r a l i a n  sequence.  
Consider f i r s t  the few a b s o l u t e  d a t i n g s  f o r  A u s t r a l i a n  engravings 
(Table  1 ) .  These tend to  i n d i c a t e  a  c o n s i d e r a b l e  t ime d e p t h  f o r  
r e g i o n a l  v a r i a b i l i t y  i n  a r t ,  n o t  i n  accord  w i t h  g e n e r a l  models proposed 
for a n  Aboriginal  a r t  sequence ( e ,  g. Davidson 1937; McCarthy 1960a, 
1962; Maynard 1974; Mountford 1959).  
R e l a t i v e  d a t i n g  from known r e g i o n a l  sequence,  e .g .  Arnhem Land 
(Brandl  1973) ,  Carnarvon Gorge (Quinnel l  1976) ,  Cape York ( T r e s i z e  
l 9 7 l ) ,  t h e  P i l b a r a  (Wright l 9 6 8 ) ,  shows a  d i s t u r b i n g  l a c k  of 
correspondence between areas, which i s  not r e a d i l y  e x p l a i n e d  by 
d i f f e r e n t i a l  development a long  a  g e n e r a l i s e d  A u s t r a l i a n  sequence.  For 
i n s t a n c e ,  i n  C e n t r a l  A u s t r a l i a  the most common a r t  m o t i f s  are curv i -  
l i n e a r  des igns  o r  geometric f igures ( c o n c e n t r i c  c i r c l e s ,  U-f igures  
e t c . ) ,  and t r a c k s ,  a l though f i g u r a t i v e  a r t  a l s o  o c c u r s ,  (Spencer  and 
G i l l e n  l938:6l4  ; Strehlow l964 :45) . There is some ev idence  from 
engravings  t h a t  t h i s  predominance may have a c o n s i d e r a b l e  a n t i q u i t y  
( e . g .  Edwards 1965, 1966, 1971).  Evidence o f  t h i s  a r t  type  i s  l a c k i n g  
i n  western  and c e n t r a l  Arnhem Land, where t h e  a r t i s t i c  sequence b e g i n s  
wi th  crude p a i n t i n g s ,  predominantly o f  a n i m a l s ,  w i t h  t h e  complex s t y l e s  
o f  M i m i  and X-ray subsequen t ly  appear ing  ( ~ r a n d l  1973:177) . Here t h e r e  
a r e  a l s o  i n d i c a t i o n s  t h a t  t h e  sequence h a s  some time d e p t h ,  a s  
Thylacines  appear  as s u b j e c t s  i n  the M i m i  a r t  (Brandl  1973:192; L e w i s  
1977:98-311). A t  present  the most recent study f o r  Thy lac ines  on t h e  
A u s t r a l i a n  mainland is  3300 BP ( p a r t r i d g e  1967) .  Both a b s o l u t e  and 
r e l a t i v e  d a t i n g  evidence,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t end  t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  g e n e r a l  
models f o r  Aboriginal  a r t i s t i c  development i n  A u s t r a l i a  a r e  n o t  i n  accord 
w i t h  t h e  cons ide rab le  t empora l / r eg iona l  v a r i a b i l i t y  even now e v i d e n t .  
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The a r t  of c e n t r a l  Queensland is cha rac t e r i s ed  by t h e  predominance 
of  t he  s t e n c i l l i n g  technique, by the p a i n t i n g  of  s imple  geometric 
designs,  and t he  engraving, mainly by abras ion ,  of  a v a r i e t y  of 
simple motifs ,  most no t iceab ly  t he  cup and r i ng ,  and t r a c k s  (Crosby 
1968; Elkin 1940; Goddard 1941; Keegan 19 70 ; McGarthy 1960b ; Quinne l l  
1975, 1976). Open a r t  sites, where pecking is the  predominant 
technique, have a l s o  been recorded (Chisholm 1901, 1903; Morwood 1976; 
Wilkins 1928). Recent fieldwork has increased  t h e  number of such 
sites known from c e n t r a l  Queensland. The i r  advanced s t a t e  of 
weathering and degree of pa t i na t i on ,  sugges t  t h a t  many of t he se  sites 
a r e  o f  some a n t i q u i t y ,  while t h e i r  proximity t o  wate r ,  a s s o c i a t i o n  
with occupation and range of  mot i f s ,  is reminiscent  o f  s i t e s  
recorded from Cape York (Tres ize  1971), western Queensland ( ~ l k i n  
1949; Eussen 1975; Kel ly  1968), western NSW (McCarthy and McIntosh 
1962; Mountford l962) ,  South Aus t r a l i a  (Edwards 1965, 1966; Basedow 
1925; Mountford and Edwards 1963), c e n t r a l  A u s t r a l i a  (Edwards 1966, 
1968; Mount ford 1962) , and Tasmania (Davidson 1936 ; Mulvaney 1975). 
Ind iv idua l  o r  groups of pecked engravings a l s o  f e a t u r e  a s  a minor 
component i n  rock s h e l t e r  a r t  assemblages of c e n t r a l  western Queensland, 
where they can be r e l a t e d  by superimposi t ion a n a l y s i s ,  and by 
d i f f e r e n t i a l  weathering, t o  the  more common elements of  c e n t r a l  
Queensland s h e l t e r  a r t  l i s t e d  above. Both super impos i t ion  a n a l y s i s  
and v i s u a l  assessment i nd i ca t e  t h a t  pecked engravings a r e  t he  
e a r l i e s t  motifs  now presen t  a t  many s i t e s .  
Given a s i t u a t i o n  where two p r i n c i p a l  groups of engravings can 
be d i s t inguished ,  both on t h e  b a s i s  of  technique and motif types  and 
frequencies ,  a da t e  obtained f o r  one group is s t i l l  ambiguous. This  
is because the  groups may represen t  l o c a l  Aboriginal  a r t  a t  d i f f e r e n t  
times, o r  may represen t  contemporary a r t  forms r e f l e c t i n g  d i f f e r e n c e s  
i n  t h e  na ture  of t he  a r t  su r f ace ,  or of s i t e  funct ion.  The bu lk  of  
the  evidence a t  p resen t  i nd i ca t e s  the  former a l t e r n a t i v e ,  i . e .  a 
change from pecking a s  t h e  predominant engraving technique,  t o  
abras ion ,  and a p a r a l l e l  change i n  t h e  types and f requence is  of mot i f s .  
The impl ica t ion  of t h i s  then, is t h a t  t h e  major i ty  of a r t  now ev iden t  
i n  t h e  rock s h e l t e r s  of c e n t r a l  western Queensland is no t  of g r ea t  
a n t i q u i t y ,  i . e .  i t  postdates  1450 BP. Ce r t a in ly  t h e  na tu r e  of t h e  
matr ix  a t  many of these s h e l t e r s  (coarse  g ra ined ,  poorly cemented, 
f r i a b l e ) ,  probably means t h a t  much of t h e  su rv iv ing  a r t  ( pa in t i ngs  
and engravings) is l i k e l y  t o  have been executed l a t e  i n  t he  sequence. 
This i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s o  when t he  s h e l t e r s  have been used a s  h a b i t a t i o n  
s i t e s  (Hughes 1976:53). Pecked engravings i n  s h e l t e r s  seem t o  be  
intermediate  i n  motif types and f requenc ies ,  between open a i r  a r t  
and abraded rock s h e l t e r  engravings, and i t  is tempting t o  equate  
t h i s  with an intermediate  age. 
This  dichotomy of  a l t e r n a t i v e s  however, assumes a simple l i n e a r  
model f o r  the  development of a r t  i n  t he  a rea .  Common-sense i n d i c a t e s  
t h a t  even with a general  change from pecking t o  ab ra s ion  a s  t h e  
pre fe r red  engraving technique t he r e  could s t i l l  be  a f l e x i b i l i t y  by 
which technique was d i c t a t ed  t o  some e x t e n t ,  by t he  na tu r e  of t h e  a r t  
sur face .  Both pecking and abrasion cannot be p r o f i t a b l y  employed on 
some sur faces .  I f  then,  f u r t h e r  da tes  a r e  ob ta ined ,  which demonstrate  
a g r e a t e r  t i m e  depth than 1450 BP fo r  abraded engravings i n  t h e  a r e a ,  
then such a simple model f o r  the  development of t h e  a r t  would no t  b e  
appl icab le .  Where the  da ta  suggests  mu1 t i p l e  sources  of a r t i s t i c  
v a r i a t i o n ,  then t he  o the r  f a c to r s  such as t h e  c o n s t r a i n t s  imposed on 
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engraving technique by t he  na ture  of t he  a r t  sur face ,  t h e  consequence 
of  t h i s  on motif-types , and the  d i f f e r i n g  func t iona l  s i gn i f i c ance  
placed on s i t e s ,  o r  a r e a s  of  s i t e s ,  become re levant .  
These sources  of v a r i a t i o n  a r e  not nece s sa r i l y  uncorrelated a s  
shown: f o r  i n s t ance  t h e  na ture  of the  a r t  su r f ace  could in f luence  s i t e  
f unc t i on  o r  t h e  superimposi t ion sequence a t  the  s i t e .  I n  such a 
s i t u a t i o n  t he  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of t h e  ~ e n ' s  Cave da te  could only be 
ex t r apo l a t ed  (even t o  a r eg iona l  sequence) by using techniques capable 
of i s o l a t i n g  t h e  time dependent f a c to r .  
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